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DECIDING HOW TO

DECIDE

“Chance favors the prepared mind.”

—Louis Pasteur

In April 1961, President John F. Kennedy made the decision to
authorize U.S. government assistance for the Bay of Pigs invasion—
an attempt by 1,400 Cuban exiles to overthrow the Castro regime.
Three days after the brigade of rebels landed on the coast of Cuba,
nearly all of them had been killed or captured by Castro’s troops. The
invasion was a complete disaster, both in terms of the loss of life and
the political damage for the new president. Nations around the world
condemned the Kennedy administration’s actions. As the president
recognized the dreadful consequences of his decision to support the
invasion, he asked his advisers, “How could I have been so stupid to
let them go ahead?”1
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The president and his advisers certainly did not lack intelligence;
David Halberstam once described them as “the best and the bright-
est” of their generation.2 Nevertheless, the Bay of Pigs decision-
making process had many flaws.3 Veteran officials from the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) advocated forcefully for the invasion, and
they filtered the information and analysis presented to Kennedy. 
The proponents of the invasion also excluded lower-level State
Department officials from the deliberations for fear that they might
expose their plan’s weaknesses and risks. Throughout the discussions,
the president and his Cabinet members often deferred to the CIA
officials, who appeared to be the experts on this matter, and they
chose to downplay their reservations about the invasion. Kennedy did
not seek out unbiased experts to counsel him. Arthur Schlesinger, a
historian serving as an adviser to the president at the time, later wrote
that the discussions about the CIA’s plan seemed to take place amidst
“a curious atmosphere of assumed consensus.”4 In the absence of 
vigorous dissent and debate, many critical assumptions remained
unchallenged. For instance, the CIA officials argued repeatedly that
Cuban citizens would rise up against the Castro government as soon
as the exiles landed at the Bay of Pigs, thereby weakening the
Communist dictator’s ability to repel the invading force. No such
domestic uprising ever took place. Proponents also contended that
the exiles could retreat rather easily to the mountains nearby if they
encountered stiff opposition upon landing on the shore. However, the
invading force would need to travel over rough terrain for nearly 80
miles to reach the safety of those mountains.5

After the botched invasion, President Kennedy evaluated his for-
eign policy decision-making process, and he instituted several key
improvements. In October 1962, when Kennedy learned that the
Soviets had placed nuclear missiles in Cuba, he assembled a group 
of advisers to help him decide how to proceed, and he put these
process improvements into action.6 This group, known as Ex Comm
(an abbreviation for Executive Committee of the National Security
Council), met repeatedly throughout the Cuban missile crisis.7
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What process changes did Kennedy enact? First, the president
directed the group to abandon the usual rules of protocol and defer-
ence to rank during meetings. When he did not attend meetings, the
group operated without an official chairman. He did not want status
differences or rigid procedures to stifle candid discussion. Second,
Kennedy urged each adviser not to participate in the deliberations as
a spokesman for his department; instead, he wanted each person to
take on role of a “skeptical generalist.” Kennedy directed each adviser
to consider the “policy problem as a whole, rather than approaching
the issues in the traditional bureaucratic way whereby each man con-
fines his remarks to the special aspects in which he considers himself
to be an expert and avoids arguing about issues on which others pre-
sent are supposedly more expert than he.”8 Third, the president
invited lower-level officials and outside experts to join the delibera-
tions occasionally to ensure access to fresh points of view and unfil-
tered information and analysis. Fourth, members of Ex Comm split
into subgroups to develop the arguments for two alternative courses
of action. One subgroup drafted a paper outlining the plan for a mili-
tary air strike, while the other articulated the strategy for a blockade.
The subgroups exchanged memos and developed detailed critiques
of one another’s proposals. This back-and-forth continued until each
subgroup was prepared to present its arguments to the president.
Fifth, Robert Kennedy and Theodore Sorensen, two of the presi-
dent’s closest confidants, were assigned to play the role of devil’s
advocates during the decision-making process. Kennedy wanted
them to surface and challenge every important assumption as well as
to identify the weaknesses and risks associated with each proposal.
Sixth, the president deliberately chose not to attend many of the pre-
liminary meetings that took place, so as to encourage people to air
their views openly and honestly. Finally, Kennedy did not try to make
the decision based upon a single recommendation put forth after 
his advisers had discussed and evaluated the situation. Instead, he
asked that his advisers present him with arguments for alternative
strategies, and then he assumed the responsibility for selecting the
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appropriate course of action.9 For a summary of the differences
between the two decision-making processes, see Table 2-1. 

TABLE 2-1: Bay of Pigs Versus Cuban Missile Crisis

Process Bay of Pigs Cuban Missile Crisis
Characteristics

Role of President Present at all critical Deliberately absent from 
Kennedy meetings preliminary meetings 

Role of participants Spokesmen/advocates for Skeptical generalists 
particular departments examining the “policy 
and agencies problem as a whole” 

Group norms Deference to experts Minimization of status/rank 
Adherence to rules of differences
protocol Freedom from rules of

protocol

Participation and Extreme secrecy—very small Direct communication 
involvement group kept “in the know” between Kennedy and lower-

Exclusion of lower-level level officials with relevant 
aides and outsiders with knowledge and expertise
fresh points of view Periodic involvement of out-

side experts and fresh voices

Use of subgroups One small subgroup, Two subgroups of equal size, 
driving the process power, and expertise
“The same men, in short, Repeated exchange of position 
both planned the operation papers and vigorous critique 
and judged its chances of and debate 
success.”10

Consideration of Rapid convergence upon a Balanced consideration of 
alternatives single alternative two alternatives

No competing plans Arguments for both options 
presented to the president presented to the president

Institutionalization No individual designated to Two confidants of the 
of dissent occupy the special role of president playing the role of 

devil’s advocate “intellectual watchdog”—
probing for the flaws in every 
argument

This case demonstrates how leaders can learn from failures and
then change the process of decision that they employ in the future.
Here, we see President Kennedy identifying the flaws in the
processes employed in the Bay of Pigs, and then deciding how to
decide in critical foreign policy situations going forward. Kennedy
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recognized that the Bay of Pigs deliberations lacked sufficient debate
and dissent, and that he had incorrectly presumed that a great deal of
consensus existed, when in fact, latent discontent festered within the
group. Perhaps more importantly, Kennedy understood that he had
not given much thought to how the Bay of Pigs decision should be
made before plunging into deliberations. Consequently, ardent advo-
cates of the invasion took control of the process and drove it to their
preferred conclusion. By making key process design choices at the
outset of the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy shaped and influenced
how that decision process unfolded, and in so doing, he enhanced the
quality of the solution that he and his team developed. This chapter
takes a closer look at the managerial levers that leaders can use to set
the stage for an effective decision-making process and introduces a
conceptual framework to help leaders think about the impact of those
levers (see Figures 2-1 and 2-2).
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FIGURE 2-2: Setting the stage: four critical sets of choices 

Managerial Levers

The leader makes four important sets of choices that affect his ability
to cultivate constructive conflict and build enduring consensus. First,
the leader determines the composition of the decision-making body.
Who should have an opportunity to participate in the process? What
should drive those choices? Second, he shapes the context in which
deliberations will take place. What norms and ground rules will gov-
ern the discussions? Third, the leader determines how communica-
tion will take place among the participants. How will people exchange
ideas and information, as well as generate and evaluate alternatives?
Finally, the leader must determine the extent and manner in which
he will control the process and content of the decision. What role will
the leader play during discussions, and how will he direct the
process? As we shall see, Kennedy’s process improvements after the
Bay of Pigs entailed changes in each of these four areas.
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Composition

When making strategic choices, most executives do not simply con-
sult with the set of direct reports with whom they meet on a regular
basis, nor should they expect that this particular group is well-suited
to make all high-stakes decisions. Like President Kennedy, one
should assemble a decision-making body based upon an assessment
of the needs of the situation at hand. For instance, Ex Comm
included many, but not all, members of the president’s Cabinet. It
also contained individuals who did not report directly to the presi-
dent, and who did not participate regularly in Cabinet meetings. In
most instances, leaders need to be willing to draw upon people at
multiple levels of the organization as the decision process unfolds.
Naturally, a leader must act with care when bypassing senior staff
members to speak with individuals at lower levels. Being open and
transparent about such communications is a must. 

Job titles, positions in the organizational hierarchy, and consider-
ations of status and power within the firm should not be the primary
determinants of participation in a complex high-stakes decision-
making process. Instead, the leader should consider four other fac-
tors—access to expertise, implementation needs, the role of personal
confidants, and the effects of demographic differences—when select-
ing who should become involved in a set of deliberations.11

First, people should participate if they have knowledge and
expertise that is relevant to the situation at hand. When scanning
potential participants, the leader ought to ask himself: Can a particu-
lar individual provide data or information that others do not possess?
Beyond that, one should consider whether an individual might be
useful to offer a fresh point of view during deliberations, or perhaps
to counter the conventional wisdom that prevails among most of the
apparent experts on the matter. In the Bay of Pigs, President
Kennedy failed to ensure that key players from the State
Department, with deep knowledge of the Cuban government and
society, participated in the Cabinet-level discussions regarding the
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CIA’s invasion plan. In contrast, Kennedy reached down below the
level of his direct reports during the Cuban missile crisis to ensure
that he had access to unfiltered information from people with knowl-
edge pertinent to the situation. 

Leaders need to be willing to communicate directly with people
several levels down in an organization when making critical decisions.
Otherwise, they will be relying on data and analysis that often has
been summarized and packaged for presentation in a way that 
distorts the true picture of the situation. Information often becomes
massaged and filtered on its way up the hierarchy. Consequently,
leaders often find themselves confronted with a set of analyses that
downplays important risks, fails to acknowledge conflicting interpre-
tations of the data among lower-level officials, and offers a slanted
argument in defense of a particular proposal.12

In the Columbia space shuttle tragedy, we see a vivid example of
how executives can fail to assess a dangerous threat accurately,
because they have not been presented with all the information
required to make a sound decision. After the foam strike during the
launch of Columbia, some lower-level engineers became extremely
concerned about the possibility of catastrophe upon re-entry into the
earth’s atmosphere. As we now know, these engineers exchanged an
extensive series of e-mails questioning the judgment, put forth by
respected technical experts and managers, that the foam strike did
not present a “safety of flight” issue. However, senior executives at
NASA did not become aware of these concerns, nor of the extensive
disagreement among lower-level officials, until after the tragedy took
place. NASA managers relied too much on job titles and the rules of
protocol to dictate patterns of involvement and participation in the
decision process. They should have actively solicited the views of
knowledgeable individuals at lower levels of the hierarchy, and they
should have probed further to ensure that they understood the uncer-
tainties, presumptions, and conflicting interpretations associated with
the analysis of the debris strike that occurred during launch.13
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Of course, expertise alone should not dictate participation in a
strategic decision-making process. Leaders also need to consider how
the decision will be implemented across the organization. If man-
agers know that someone will play a critical role during the imple-
mentation process, it may make sense to solicit that person’s advice
during the decision process. The involvement of key implementers
has two obvious advantages. First, it enables senior executives to
incorporate into their decision process detailed information about the
costs and challenges of carrying out each alternative course of action.
As a middle manager at one aerospace firm told me, he became
involved in a high-level business restructuring decision because, as
someone who would be ultimately responsible for enacting critical
facets of the decision, he could “work a straw man implementation
plan that we could cost to come up with what investment would be
required to execute particular alternatives.” Second, executives build
commitment and shared understanding throughout the organization
by involving key implementers in the decision-making process.
Individuals often become disenchanted if they are asked to carry out
a plan for which they have had little or no opportunity to provide
input. Giving implementers a voice in the decision process enables
executives to build a sense of collective ownership of the plan. When
individuals feel that it is “their decision” as opposed to “manage-
ment’s decision,” they are more likely to go the extra mile during the
implementation process.14

Personal relationships also can and should shape the composition
of the decision-making body that a leader assembles when faced with
the need to make an important strategic choice. No, one should not
rely on cronies or sycophants when making key decisions. However,
leaders can benefit by drawing on people with whom they have a
strong personal bond, characterized by mutual trust and respect, to
help them think through complex issues. In fact, in an insightful study
of top management teams in the computer industry, Stanford
University professor Kathleen Eisenhardt found that the more suc-
cessful chief executives consistently utilized a few close confidants as
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sounding boards on strategic issues.15 She described these individuals
as “experienced counselors” who met with the leader privately, lis-
tened to his doubts and concerns, and offered candid advice.
Whereas Eisenhardt’s study showed that the “oldest and most experi-
enced executives filled the counselor role,”16 my own research across
many different types of organizations shows that leaders tend to
select confidants not according to seniority, but because they admire
the personal character, intelligence, and integrity of the individuals,
and they have a strong prior working relationship with them. The
president of a defense contractor explained, “He and I tend to go off-
line with each other. At 7:30 in the morning or 6:00 in the evening, we
compare notes and do sanity checks with one another. He and I have
worked together and known each other for a long time, and we have a
great mutual respect for each other.”17

These confidants play a particularly important role when man-
agers operate in turbulent and ambiguous environments, because
most leaders face a few critical moments of indecision and doubt
prior to making high-stakes choices.18 Eisenhardt’s research shows
that confidants not only offer solid advice and a fresh point of view to
leaders, they also help them overcome last-minute misgivings and
protect against the pernicious tendency toward indecisiveness, delay,
and procrastination that often prevails in organizations faced with
high environmental ambiguity and turbulence.19

Leaders also can draw upon close personal confidants to play 
special roles in decision-making processes. For example, President
Kennedy asked Ted Sorensen and his brother, Robert, to play the role
of the devil’s advocate during the Cuban missile crisis. At first glance,
it may seem odd that the attorney general and a speechwriter were
involved at all in such a momentous foreign policy decision. Their
positions in the bureaucracy certainly did not dictate their involve-
ment in the process. However, the president trusted these two men 
a great deal and valued their judgment. Kennedy knew that 
others would not be quick to dismiss critiques offered by these two
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individuals because of the well-known personal bond between them
and the president. In addition, Kennedy recognized that these two
men would be more comfortable than most other advisers when it
came to challenging his own views and opinions. 

Finally, as leaders select people with whom to advise and consult,
they should consider how demographic similarities and differences
among participants shape the nature and quality of decision-making
processes. Does one want to bring together a highly diverse group of
people, or should a leader surround himself with people of similar
backgrounds? The answer may seem obvious, but before we accept
the conventional wisdom, we ought to examine the research findings
on this issue.

A long stream of research on top management teams has
explored the question of whether demographic heterogeneity
enhances team and organizational performance. By demographic
heterogeneity, researchers mean differences among team members
in age, gender, team and organizational tenure, functional back-
ground, and the like. Many scholars have argued that heterogeneous
groups should outperform more homogenous ones, because the for-
mer ought to exhibit greater cognitive diversity. In other words,
groups benefit from give-and-take among people with different per-
spectives, expertise, talents, and approaches to problem solving.
However, empirical studies have produced conflicting results regard-
ing the impact of demographic heterogeneity on senior team and
organizational performance. How do we explain these contradictory
findings? Diverse groups tend to generate higher levels of cognitive
conflict, but as argued in Chapter 1, “The Leadership Challenge,”
intense debates often lead to affective conflict. Moreover, high levels
of heterogeneity sometimes can be associated with less-frequent
communication among members, lower levels of cohesiveness,
weaker identification with the group, and enhanced coordination
challenges. Consequently, diverse groups may find it difficult to keep
conflict constructive and build management consensus.20
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Leaders should not conclude from this analysis that they should
refrain from building diverse teams. Instead, as they assemble groups
of advisers, they need to be aware of the needs of their situation. If
the decision at hand requires a great deal of novel and creative think-
ing, and if the leader’s usual group of advisers occasionally falls in the
trap of thinking alike, he may want to strive for increased heterogene-
ity. In contrast, if the decision implementation necessitates frequent
communication and intense coordination, and the usual set of advis-
ers has encountered difficulty reconciling starkly contrasting views of
the world, the leader may lean toward a bit more homogeneity.
Perhaps more important than trying to achieve the optimal the level
of diversity, leaders should begin each decision process by surveying
the demographic similarities/differences among key participants, and
then seek measures to counterbalance the pitfalls associated with
high levels of either homogeneity or heterogeneity.21

Context

Ensuring that the appropriate mix of individuals becomes involved in
an issue represents just a small portion of the challenge for managers
trying to develop a high-quality decision process. They also have an
opportunity to shape and influence the context in which that process
takes place. Context affects behavior in very powerful ways, and it has
two distinct dimensions. Structural context consists of the organiza-
tion’s reporting relationships, monitoring and control mechanisms,
and reward and punishment systems.22 The psychological context
consists of the behavioral norms and situational pressures that under-
lie the decision-making process. 

Structural context remains relatively stable over time, although
seemingly subtle changes can have a profound impact on managerial
behavior. Leaders typically do not change incentive schemes or alter
the organization chart on a frequent basis. They certainly would not
want to modify the structural context for each high-stakes decision
that comes along. In that sense, it does not represent a lever that
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managers can change easily a means of influencing how a particular
decision-making process will unfold. However, leaders need to mind-
ful of how the structural context will shape individual and collective
behavior during the process of problem solving and negotiation. 

Psychological context can be more fluid. Situational pressures
certainly vary across decisions. One might assume that variables such
as time pressure and the sense of urgency remain outside an execu-
tive’s control. However, leaders typically have the opportunity to
make time pressure more or less salient for their subordinates, per-
haps by stressing the first-mover advantages that a competitor has
achieved or even by establishing deadlines and milestones for the
decision process. Leaders often heighten the sense of urgency within
their organizations as a means of stimulating change.23 Naturally,
accentuating these types of situational pressures can be risky. Stress,
anxiety, and arousal can diminish the cognitive performance of deci-
sion makers.24 In particular, research on firefighters suggests that
less-experienced individuals may be particularly susceptible to the
negative effects of stress.25 Leaders must consider these risks as they
accentuate situational pressures as a means of pushing for faster and
higher performance. 

Shared norms also may exhibit fluidity. They may differ across
groups or units within the organization, and they can be altered
explicitly as well as implicitly based on a leader’s behavior at the out-
set of a decision process. For instance, President Kennedy made a
clear and explicit attempt to recast the behavioral norms that gov-
erned the actions of his advisers during the Cuban missile crisis. 

What types of behavioral norms should a leader try to foster
among participants in a decision-making process? As psychologist
Richard Hackman has pointed out, many groups establish ground
rules that seek to ensure smooth and harmonious interaction among
participants. However, he stresses that being polite and courteous to
one another—not interrupting others, for example—certainly does
not ensure successful performance!26
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What, then, should leaders strive to achieve when shaping the
psychological context in which decisions are made? My colleague,
Amy Edmondson, has shown how the creation of a climate of psycho-
logical safety stimulates collective problem solving and learning
within organizations. She defines psychological safety as the “shared
belief that a group is safe for interpersonal risk-taking.”27 It means
that individuals feel comfortable that others will not rebuke, margin-
alize, or penalize them based upon what they say during a group 
discussion. When this shared belief exists, people will take a variety of
interpersonal risks. They will share private information, admit mis-
takes, request assistance or additional data, surface previously undis-
cussable topics, and express dissenting views.28

It can be difficult to enhance psychological safety, particularly in
hierarchical organizations characterized by substantial status differ-
ences among individuals. However, leaders can take steps to change
the climate within their decision-making bodies. For instance, they
can lead by example, acknowledging their own fallibility and admit-
ting prior errors as a means of encouraging people to take interper-
sonal risks of their own. In an award-winning article titled “The
Failure-Tolerant Leader,” Richard Farson and Ralph Keyes offer a
plethora of examples of leaders who successfully broke down commu-
nication barriers and encouraged more divergent thinking in their
organizations by openly talking about their own mistakes. For
instance, they write that, “The late Roberto Goizueta got years of
one-liners from the New Coke fiasco that he sponsored. Admitting
his mistake conveyed to his employees better than a hundred
speeches or a thousand memos that ‘learning failures,’ even on a
grand scale, were tolerated.”29

Leaders also can alter the language system typically employed
within an organization. At times, commonly used words can attach a
stigma to important learning behaviors, such as the admission of a
mistake. For instance, Julie Morath, chief operating officer at
Children’s Hospital and Clinics in Minneapolis, recognized that the
language system in her organization attached a stigma to those who
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surfaced and discussed medical errors. Consequently, the organiza-
tion could not improve patient safety, because many accidents or
near-miss situations remained unidentified. Therefore, she created a
list of “words to work by”—explicit do’s and don’ts regarding lan-
guage—as a means of encouraging people to talk more openly about
patient safety failures. Many employees noted that this effort helped
to create a different atmosphere within the hospital and made people
more willing to discuss and learn from failures.30

Communication

Communication mechanisms represent the third major lever that
leaders can employ to enhance the quality of decision-making
processes. Managers face a choice regarding the means of dialogue
that they want to employ. In other words, they can determine how
ideas and information are exchanged, as well as how alternatives are
discussed and evaluated. To put it simply, leaders can choose between
two distinct approaches to shaping the avenues of dialogue and 
communication. They can adopt a structured approach, dictating
quite specifically the procedures by which participants should offer
viewpoints, compare and contrast alternatives, and reach a set of con-
clusions. Alternatively, leaders can employ a largely unstructured
approach, whereby they encourage managers to discuss their ideas
freely and openly without adherence to well-defined procedures for
how the deliberations should take place. 

In the typical unstructured discussion, leaders guide the deliber-
ations with a light touch. They encourage participants to engage in a
free exchange of ideas and opinions, while insuring that each person
has an adequate opportunity to express their views. They encourage
individuals to support their recommendations with sound logic and
compelling data, and to try to convince others of the merits of their
proposals while recognizing and respecting other perspectives.
Ultimately, leaders encourage participants to reconcile opposing
views and find common ground. Scholars have dubbed this approach
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the “consensus method” because of its emphasis on reaching a solu-
tion that all members can accept, and because it does tend to foster
high levels of commitment and group harmony.31 See Table 2-2 for a
summary of the strengths and weaknesses of this approach to deci-
sion making.

TABLE 2-2: Strengths and Weaknesses of the Free Exchange Approach

Benefits Costs

Most managers use this “free exchange” May lead to premature agreement or 
approach regularly and feel somewhat convergence on a single alternative.
comfortable with it.

Entails lower opportunity costs for Sometimes leads to the suppression of 
participants: time, experience, training. dissent, especially as a majority opinion 

emerges.

Generates greater group harmony, Generates lower levels of critical 
which may have a beneficial impact on evaluation.
implementation and other future group
interaction.

May be more appropriate for situations Does not uncover as many new 
characterized by sufficient data and alternatives, assumptions, and 
clear alternatives. perspectives.

Too much convergent thinking, of course, can be a dangerous
thing. Left to their own devices, groups all too often find themselves
prematurely honing in on a single alternative. Therefore, leaders may
need to introduce structured procedures to foster more creative and
divergent thinking, as well as enhanced conflict and debate. Scholars
and consultants have developed numerous mechanisms for organiz-
ing a discussion so as to promote a combination of imaginative and
critical thinking. For instance, Edward de Bono invented a procedure
called “Six Thinking Hats” to help groups consider a problem from
multiple perspectives (see Table 2-3). With this technique, partici-
pants examine a decision using a variety of thinking styles. For
instance, when “wearing the white hat,” individuals must employ an
objective, data-driven approach to the decision. In contrast, those
donning the “red hat” use intuition and emotion to examine the situ-
ation. Many groups find this technique useful as a way of pushing

44 WHY GREAT LEADERS DON’T TAKE YES FOR AN ANSWER

Roberto_02.qxd  4/11/05  9:17 AM  Page 44



individuals to move beyond their usual problem-solving habits and
routines, while encouraging everyone to think “outside the box.”32

TABLE 2-3 Six Thinking Hats

Hat Color Problem-Solving Style

White Rational, objective, data-driven

Red Intuitive and emotional

Black Focused on all that could go wrong

Yellow Upbeat and optimistic mindset

Green Imaginative and freewheeling perspective

Blue Process facilitator/chairperson mindset

In the Cuban missile crisis, we see variants of two longstanding,
very effective procedures for fostering divergent thinking and vigor-
ous debate. Scholars have termed these approaches the “Dialectical
Inquiry” and “Devil’s Advocacy” methods. Although the names may
frighten you, for fear that they imply rather complex and arcane 
procedures, there is no reason to be alarmed. These approaches, in
fact, represent simple mechanisms for nurturing cognitive conflict.
Each entails dividing a decision-making entity into two subgroups. In
the Dialectical Inquiry method, one subgroup develops a detailed
proposal and presents it to the others, preferably in written as well as
oral form. They, in turn, generate an alternative plan of action. The
two subgroups then debate the competing proposals, and they seek
agreement on a common set of facts and assumptions before trying to
select a course of action. Ultimately, the subgroups focus on reconcil-
ing divergent viewpoints and selecting a course of action consistent
with the agreed-upon set of facts and assumptions. During this final
stage of the process, the subgroups often generate new options as a
means of moving beyond the original points of contention between
the competing camps.  

The Devil’s Advocacy approach works in a similar fashion. One
subgroup develops a comprehensive plan of action and describes it to
the others. However, they do not attempt to generate competing
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options. Instead, they build a detailed critique of the first subgroup’s
proposal. Again, both subgroups should strive to present their argu-
ments in written and oral form for maximum effectiveness. The first
subgroup then returns to the drawing board, modifying their plan, or
perhaps inventing a new option, as a means of addressing the criti-
cisms and feedback that they have received. An iterative process of
revision and critique then takes place until the two subgroups feel
comfortable agreeing, at a minimum, on a common set of facts and
assumptions. After reaching agreement on these issues, the sub-
groups work together to craft a plan of action that each side can
accept. 

These two structured decision-making procedures have many
advantages (see Table 2-4).33 They tend to generate a great deal of
cognitive conflict, and they stimulate the generation of multiple alter-
natives. Moreover, they help decision makers identify the flaws and
weaknesses inherent in any plan, and they focus explicit attention on
the underlying assumptions held by various participants. Naturally,
one could achieve some of these same benefits by designating an
individual to occupy a special role, either as the devil’s advocate or as
the person responsible for inventing creative options. However, by
directing people to work in subgroups, these procedures make it eas-
ier for an individual with dissenting views to put forth his ideas. After
all, it tends to be quite difficult for one person, standing in opposition
to the majority, to avoid the pressures for conformity that often
emerge within groups.34 One should note, for instance, that Kennedy
assigned two people to serve as devil’s advocates in the Cuban missile
crisis, perhaps recognizing that a single critic/dissenter would find it
quite difficult to confront the other members of Ex Comm. 
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TABLE 2-4: Strengths and Weaknesses of Structured Approaches 

Benefits Costs

Leads to considerable critical May adversely impact group harmony, 
evaluation. decision acceptance, and implementation.

Explicitly outlines the supporting Entails opportunity costs for participants: 
argument for a particular alternative time experience, training.
(assumptions, facts).

Generates multiple alternatives. Subgroups may generate “safe” alterna-
tives knowing that others will closely 
scrutinize their proposals.

Avoids early convergence on a single DI: Synthesis of opposing alternatives 
alternative. may lead to mediocre compromise.

Fosters a high level of individual DA: Process may focus too much on 
understanding of the final decision. destroying a particular alternative, rather 

than constructing other viable courses 
of action.

Does not force individuals to stand 
alone as dissenters/critical evaluators.

Although these procedures offer many benefits for leaders inter-
ested in cultivating creative thinking and vigorous debate, they do not
come without risks. Naturally, affective conflict can emerge.
Subgroups may become so entrenched in their competing positions
that they cannot reconcile divergent views and find common ground.
Polarization of opinion may even occur, imperiling a leader’s ability to
build commitment and shared understanding. Critics can become so
effective at dissecting every proposal put forth by others that the
decision makers become convinced that no identifiable course of
action will meet the organization’s needs, resulting in a frustrating
period of indecision. Alternatively, subgroups may adopt seriously
flawed compromise solutions when faced with an impasse. 

Faced with these potential problems, leaders must use these pro-
cedures with great care, and they ought to assess whether the situa-
tion warrants taking such risks. Consider, for instance, a situation in
which a leader knows that a strong coalition of managers supports a
particular course of action, and he fears that they may stream roll the
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others into accepting this plan. Such a circumstance appears suitable
for the application of one of the structured procedures outlined here.
Similarly, a leader may be wary of how cohesive and seemingly like-
minded his relatively homogenous group of subordinates have
become. That particular state of affairs also may warrant the use of a
structured mechanism for stimulating dissent and debate. In sum,
leaders need not enter each decision process with the intent of
empowering subordinates to shape and determine the means of dia-
logue, nor should they impose procedures in a top-down fashion
regardless of the circumstances. They should strive to match the
process of communication with the needs created by the situation at
hand.35

Control

When shaping how strategic choices are made, the final lever at the
leader’s disposal concerns the crafting of his distinctive position in the
decision process. The leader must decide the extent to which he
intends to control both the process and the content of the decision.
Specifically, the leader has choices to make along four dimensions.
First, he must decide how and when to introduce his own views into
the deliberations. Second, he needs to consider the extent and man-
ner in which he will intervene actively to direct discussion and
debate. Third, the leader has an opportunity to play a special role
during the decision process. For instance, he might consistently
occupy the position of the “futurist,” looking far beyond the time
horizon considered by his advisers. Alternatively, he might personally
adopt the responsibility for playing the devil’s advocate. Finally, the
leader must determine how he will attempt to bring closure to the
process and reach a final decision.

Leaders must choose whether to reveal their views at the start of
a decision process. When a leader begins by arguing for a particular
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course of action, he shapes the way that others define the problem at
hand, search for alternatives, and express their ideas and opinions. In
some cases, it creates a perception that the leader has already made
up his mind, and therefore, that the team members do not have a
genuine opportunity to influence the final decision. In fact, the early
declaration of the leader’s position may have several adverse effects
on the decision-making process (see Table 2-5).36

The leader may create the impression that the decision has
already been made, and that he is unlikely to change his mind. In this
case, team members may become frustrated if they believe that the
leader simply wants to create the appearance of a consultative
process. In addition, he may frame the issue in a manner that con-
stricts the range of alternatives that are generated by participants.
Decision frames are “mental structures people create to simplify and
organize the world.”37 Frames shape the way that people think about
a problem. They can be useful because they enable individuals to
cope with complexity. However, frames also constrain the range of
options that are considered, and distort the how people interpret
data. When a leader announces his position in the early stages of a
decision process, he imposes a particular frame, and consequently,
may inhibit the group from exploring other ways of thinking about the
problem. Finally, announcing an initial position may discourage indi-
viduals from expressing dissent and offering minority views. As
pointed out earlier, when the leader states his opinion forcefully, it
can be difficult for others to disagree with him publicly.  

The leader can avoid these detrimental effects by choosing not to
reveal his preferred solution during the early stages of the group dis-
cussions. Alternatively, the leader may offer a tentative proposal, but
emphasize that he is quite open to differing views and willing to mod-
ify his position if superior solutions emerge during the discussion. In
either case, the leader should stress that he will try to keep an open
mind as he listens to each person’s ideas and recommendations. This
approach will foster a belief that participants have the potential to
influence the final decision in a substantial way.  
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TABLE 2-5: Announcing an Initial Position

Type of Impact Pitfalls and Dangers

Legitimacy effect Creating the impression that the decision has already 
been made

Fostering a belief that the decision process is simply a 
“charade of consultation”38

Framing effect Trapping the group into one way of thinking about the 
problem or issue

Constraining the range of options developed and evaluated 
by others

Conformity effect Discouraging the surfacing of minority viewpoints

Encouraging people to misrepresent their views or 
downplay reservations in an attempt to curry favor with 
the leader

In some crisis situations, however, a leader faces a compelling
rationale for declaring his views at the outset of a decision process.
Consider the case of President Bush’s response to the terrorist attacks
of September 11, 2001. He framed the situation very clearly for his
advisers (and for the nation as a whole) during his initial reaction to
the attacks: “They had declared war on us, and I made up my mind at
that moment that we were going to war.”39 By using the language of
war, he provided a lens through which he and his advisers have exam-
ined the terrorist problem to this day. One could argue that he con-
strained future discussions and squelched subsequent opportunities
for debate by framing the situation as he did. The evidence suggests
that his actions may have, at least to some extent, had this effect.
However, consider for a moment how the nation would have reacted
if he had not acted in this manner. If Bush did not offer a clear 
and rapid response, the American people would have doubted his
leadership capabilities and questioned whether he had the mettle to
handle the crisis. Witness the negative reaction to the decision not to
return immediately to Washington, D.C., on that day. A tentative or
ambiguous response at the time of the attacks may have made it diffi-
cult for Bush to sell his subsequent policy decisions to the American
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public.40 In sum, during crises, leaders must be at least a bit more
willing to accept the potential negative consequences associated with
a forceful statement of their initial position. 

When the deliberations begin, the leader may or may not inter-
vene actively to direct the pattern of participation and involvement.
In research with my colleagues, Amy Edmondson and Michael
Watkins, we have distinguished between an activist model of process
facilitation/intervention and a more laissez-faire approach.41 In the
interventionist model, leaders guide the timing and extent of partici-
pation by various individuals involved in the deliberations. They
invite specific participants to offer their views, and they inquire
repeatedly as to where individuals stand on specific topics. They pose
follow-up questions for clarification purposes and play back people’s
statements to ensure that they have been interpreted correctly.
Moreover, they emphasize points that they deem important, but
which perhaps have been a bit misunderstood or marginalized. The
contrasting leadership mode calls for a much less directive approach
to discussion facilitation. Leaders allow participants to enter and exit
the deliberations more freely, and they do not try to control where
people focus their attention. 

The activist mode functions quite effectively when participants in
a decision process possess a great deal of private information (i.e.,
data to which others do not have access and about whose existence
they may not even be aware). Why is this so? Group members tend to
discuss commonly shared information a great deal during decision-
making processes, while paying less attention to privately held data.42

The failure to surface this private information can lead to suboptimal,
or even fundamentally flawed, decisions. By intervening actively,
leaders can ensure that people have an ample opportunity to disclose
unshared information, and that participants have an adequate chance
to recognize the revelation of important private information.43
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Because the activist mode can create discomfort among some partici-
pants and perhaps slant the discussion in unforeseen ways, leaders
should be cautious about its utilization. For those reasons, leaders
should adopt a much less interventionist approach when all partici-
pants share a common pool of pertinent information and expertise. 

In addition to deciding how to facilitate the decision process,
leaders must determine whether they want to occupy a special role
during the deliberations. Kathleen Eisenhardt’s research suggests
that a useful technique for nurturing healthy debate is “cultivation of
a symphony of distinct roles.”44 She found that effective senior man-
agement teams tend to fall into habitual patterns of behavior in which
certain members occupy informal, yet commonly understood, roles
on a rather consistent basis. Leaders not only can encourage subordi-
nates to take on certain roles, they can also occupy those positions
themselves if necessary. 

Eisenhardt and her colleagues found that a number of manage-
ment teams have an individual who serves as the “futurist”—that per-
son tends to be the visionary who pushes the team to examine
long-term strategic trends and market developments when they get
bogged down in short-term operational issues. Others serve repeat-
edly as “steadying forces” who temper overconfidence and remind
people not to get caught up in circumstances of “irrational exuber-
ance.” Leaders can occupy two other roles as well. They may serve as
a devil’s advocate, and they can be the person pushing frequently for
an “action orientation”—challenging inertia and indecisiveness while
reminding people constantly of the recent moves that competitors
have made to establish a market advantage. Although Eisenhardt’s
work stresses the permanence of role structures within some teams,
leaders need not always occupy the same role in every process to be
effective decision makers. They may find it useful to shift roles over
time as different threats and opportunities emerge.

Perhaps the most important dimension of control concerns how
the leader intends to bring closure to the decision-making process.
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Edmonson, Watkins, and I identify two distinct approaches to select-
ing a course of action along with a group of advisers. On the one
hand, the leader may serve as a mediator, “trying to bring team mem-
bers with different views together to arrive at a mutually acceptable
solution.”45 The leader does not impose his will on the group in this
mode, but rather he facilitates deliberations in an effort to find com-
mon ground among multiple parties. The leader may weigh in on the
matter with his own views, but he does not use his power and rank to
dictate the outcome. In contrast, the leader may adopt an arbitrator
orientation, “listening to competing arguments and selecting the
course of action that he believes is best for the organization.”46

President Kennedy operated in this mode during the Cuban missile
crisis. He made it clear that he wanted to hear the opposing sides pre-
sent their proposals to him, and then he would go off on his own to
evaluate the arguments and make a final decision. President Bush
employed a similar approach when deciding to attack Afghanistan
after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.

Naturally, leaders may begin by trying to serve as a mediator
among players with competing goals and interests, and then shift to
the arbitrator orientation if the group cannot reach an agreement on
a mutually acceptable course of action. Indeed, Eisenhardt’s research
suggests that many effective leaders employ just such a blended
approach. She described the phenomenon as “consensus with qualifi-
cation.” In this mode, leaders try to bring people along until they can
find a solution that everyone finds satisfactory. If time runs short,
tempers flare repeatedly, or the parties simply cannot reach common
ground, then the leader can take sole responsibility for selecting a
course of action.47

When deciding how to operate in a particular situation, execu-
tives must consider a number of factors including their personal lead-
ership style, the extent to which time pressure exists, the personalities
of the parties involved, and the extent to which the interests of vari-
ous players are diametrically opposed. Perhaps more important than
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selecting the optimal mode for a given situation, the leader needs to
be very clear about how he intends to behave when disagreements
emerge and a decision must be made. Individuals can become readily
disenchanted if the leader’s approach to reaching closure does not
conform to their prior expectations. Providing a clear process
roadmap in this regard serves the leader well if he hopes to build
commitment among all parties involved.

The Power to Learn

President Kennedy demonstrated during the Cuban missile crisis
that a leader has many levers available to affect the quality of a high-
stakes decision-making process. Moreover, he showed that leaders
have the opportunity to learn from prior failures and use those
lessons to modify the process choices that they make in the future. Of
course, it takes a certain mindset to acknowledge one’s failures and
invite others to provide advice regarding how to change going for-
ward. The culture in many organizations also inhibits productive
learning. As organizational learning expert David Garvin has noted,
many firms have a culture that regards learning as an activity that 
distracts resources and attention from the “real work” that needs to
be done.48

President Kennedy’s actions demonstrate another important dis-
tinction regarding the learning process that takes place after critical
choices are made. When decision failures occur, many executives
focus on the issues involved, and they seek to identify the mistaken
judgments and flawed assumptions that they made. However, many
leaders do not push further to investigate why they made these
errors. Too many of them engage only in content-centric learning. By
that, I mean that they search for lessons about how they will make a
different decision when faced with a similar business situation in the
future. For instance, an apparel executive reported to me about a
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decision to move into a new product category. When the decision
proved to be a failure, he reflected back and concluded that the firm
did not have the skills and capabilities to succeed in a fashion-driven
market segment. He resolved to never invest in a fashion-oriented
business again. 

Kennedy adopted a different learning orientation. He engaged in
process-centric learning, meaning that he thought carefully about
why the Bay of Pigs decision-making procedures led to mistaken
judgments and flawed assumptions. He did not simply draw a series
of conclusions about how to handle future choices regarding U.S. pol-
icy toward Cuba or the support of rebel movements in other coun-
tries. He searched for lessons about how to employ a different process
when faced with tough choices in the future.49

The power of process-centric learning can be remarkable.
Consider that apparel executive once again. His conclusion about
fashion-driven product categories proved to be a solid example of
productive content-centric learning. Yet, he did not rest having
derived those lessons from the failure. Reflecting back, that manager
also concluded that he had become too emotionally attached to his
original idea, and consequently he discounted a series of warning
signs, focused on confirmatory information, and failed to listen to dis-
senting voices. How many times did that apparel executive apply the
lesson regarding fashion-driven product categories? The answer:
much less than the number of occasions on which that same executive
benefited by adopting a different approach to the collection and
interpretation of information during a high-stakes decision-making
process. 

The Prepared Mind

Louis Pasteur once said, “Chance favors the prepared mind.” Indeed,
the prepared mind of an effective leader thinks carefully about the
type of decision-making process that they want to employ, before
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they immerse themselves in the weeds of a particular business 
problem. Moreover, the prepared mind searches constantly for the
opportunity to learn from past successes and failures, and then
improve the way that they go about making crucial choices in the
future.
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